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Introduction
T he activity of reading was, in many ways, the basis of the educational experience in the early Middle Ages and beyond, as has been long acknowledged by scholars. 1 Many studies have been dedicated to the importance of reading in the monastic world; these studies, however, tend to focus on the individual experience of the lectio divina, and on the way in which it was linked to meditation and, sometimes, the composition of literary works. The aim of the present contribution is to illustrate some of the ways in which reading with an educational purpose could be a shared activity, involving social interactions of different kinds.
I will focus on the early Middle Ages, analysing selected sources dating from the end of the sixth century to the end of the eleventh century, based on the assumption that from the twelfth century onwards teaching becomes increasingly characterised by structured, regulated procedures, allowing us to be quite well informed about the learning practices. In the early Middle Ages, on the other hand, the way in which teaching and learning concretely took place is less well documented and well known. I would like to argue that one of the reasons for this is the flexible, sometimes even informal, nature of the educational process in early medieval monastic contexts.
The close connection between reading and education is attested by the vocabulary used in medieval sources: legere, from its original meaning 'to read', came to indicate the educational experience, where a master read, explained and commented upon a text for the benefit of one or more pupils. A good example of this is offered by a letter sent in 1078 by Anselm, then abbot of Bec, to Maurice, a former monk and pupil of his. Anselm declares "audivi quod legas a domino Arnulfo", which can be translated as "I have learned that the lord Arnoul is giving you lessons". 3 In the twelfth century, John of Salisbury even suggested to adopt a new term, praelectio, to describe the activity of reading in an educational context, in order to distinguish it from the reading by oneself:
Sed quia legendi verbum aequivocum est, tam ad docentis et discentis exercitium quam ad occupationem per se scrutantis scripturas, alterum, id est quod inter doctorem et discipulum communicatur, ut verbo utamus Quintiliani dicatur praelectio. Alterum quod ad scrutinium meditantis accedit, lectio simpliciter appelletur.
But because the verb legere is equivocal, applying to both the activity of teacher and learner and to the occupation of one who studies writings on his own, we may call the former, that is, communication between teacher and taught, by Quintilian's word praelectio, lecturing, and reserve the simple word lectio, reading, for the latter, which abuts on reflective investigation. 4 This makes clear that, next to the notion of individual meditative reading (lectio), there was also a concept of relational, shared reading with an educational purpose. John represents this latter activity as based on 'communication', that is, on the transmission of knowledge through social interaction, and it is only in connection with this 'educational reading' that he uses terms directly linked to the domain of learning, such as doctor and discipulus.
The link between reading and learning was of course influenced by the crucial role attributed to the Scriptures in Christian culture, which led many authors, from saint Cyprian to John Cassian, Gregory the Great, Smaragdus and Alcuin, to develop the idea that reading was a way to hear God's voice, and therefore an important means to progress spiritually. 5 The educational value attributed to reading did not apply exclusively to the Scriptures: the Rule of saint Benedict recommended reading the Fathers' commentaries of the Scriptures, Cassianus's Collationes, the Lives of the Fathers, and other works capable of edifying the reader ("aliud quod aedificet audientes"), 6 and Isidore went so far as to defend the usefulness of studying grammar, if for good purposes. 7 In monastic environments, reading was expected to be a part of daily life, at least by means of listening to someone reading. 8 The fifth-century Rule of the Four Fathers mentions "ownership of books and shared exegetical activities as a part of monastic routine", as phrased by Albrecht Diem, 9 of Augustine refers to the practice of listening to someone reading aloud during meals. 10 The Rule of saint Benedict establishes public readings during meals and offices, and even allocates time for private reading; moreover, reading appears as a crucial tool in the process of self-representation, both within the monastery and in dealing with the outside world. The Rule itself was, in fact, supposed to be read (and explained, since the use of the verb legere can indicate both activities) 11 often to -and by -the monks, so that they could not claim to ignore it, and to the novices at various key moments of their training.
12
Even the guests who visited the monastery were welcomed by a reading intended to edify their spirit ("legatur coram hospite lex divina ut aedificetur").
13
In this sense, reading played an important role to shape interactions within the community itself and between it and the outside world.
I have argued elsewhere that learning in monastic environments can be approached as a social process, that gradually transformed newcomers into full members through the daily social interactions that took place within the community, by means of imitation, reciprocal correction and exhortation, and participation in shared activities.
14 I believe that shared reading is a typical example of such an activity, and I will illustrate it by analysing the social dynamics involved in the reading, explaining, commenting or discussing of a text in a group, as attested by some early medieval sources. Albeit a very rich source of information on educational processes, marginal annotations will not be treated here. Rather, I will focus on sources that allow us to integrate what we learn from them, helping us to understand the interplay between orality and written word in early medieval monastic educational practices. Epistolary sources, as has long been acknowledged, are very useful to study the social dynamics of education, 15 and sometimes also offer information about reading practices. They tend to inform us, however, more of the social exchanges that followed individual reading than of oral practices such as group discussions of a text. In order to overcome this challenge, it can be useful to look at letters that offer information on the genesis of literary works which are the result of the shared reading and discussion of a text. I will now compare three such letters, written respectively at the end of the sixth century, in the first half of the eight century, and around the middle of the ninth century.
Three Accounts of 'Discourses around Texts' in Educational Environments
The first attestation is Gregory the Great's famous representation of the genesis of his Morals on the book of Job in a letter to Leander, Bishop of Seville, around 591. A group of monks from Gregory's monastery of Saint Andrew had joined him during his period as papal ambassador in Constantinople, creating what has been called by Mark DelCogliano a "traveling monastery". 16 The letter, which serves as prologue of the work, recalls how the addressee joined the monks' insistent demand that their former brother would explain to them the biblical book of Job, with precise requests: It was then that you added your voice to those of the brothers, as you yourself remember, when they begged me to give an exposition of the book of Holy Job, revealing the mystery of its riches insofar as the Truth should teach me. Moreover, to this burden that they asked me to assume, they added as well that I should not only search the literal words for the allegorical sense but that I should then bend the allegorical sense to the exercise of moral action, a more serious obligation still. I should accompany what I have learned with the support of other texts from Scripture, and after these texts I should add another exposition to tie them together, when they are difficult to understand. 17 Gregory never states that he was asked to teach, probably in order to show himself humble. On the contrary, he even styles himself as a pupil, explaining that the undertaking in question would only have been possible insofar as God taught him (the verb used is infundo, 'to pour into'), step by step, to reveal the mystery of the text. However, this very idea shows that the explanation of the book of Job does, in fact, constitute the transmission of a knowledge which has, in turn, been received. Even in practical terms, the activity appears as the most typical kind of educational practice, where a master comments upon a text for the benefit of his pupils -although, of course, in this case the 'pupils' are not young boys but adult monks, and therefore the teaching can be more thorough and difficult, involving the allegorical and moral interpretation of the text as well as the explanation of its literal sense. It may be worth mentioning that Bede the Venerable (732-735), another famous teacher on which I will focus shortly, described Gregory's explanation of the Moralia in Job as teaching: So in thirty-five books of exposition he taught in a marvellous manner the literal meaning of the book, its bearing on the mysteries of Christ and the Church, and the sense in which it applies to each of the faithful.
18
In Gregory's account, orality is presented as the natural medium of teaching: he declares "unde mox eisdem coram positis fratribus priora libri sub oculis dixi" ("and so the brothers straightway sat down in front of me, and I began my oral exposition of the text"). 19 The teaching is recorded in writing by the monks in the forms of notes, which are subsequently revised by Gregory in order to produce a literary work. As we shall see, many monastic authors considered the note-taking of what the master said an important part of the educational experience. Gregory distinguishes between his oral explanations (for which he uses the verb dicere, 'to say') and proper literary composition, which took place through oral dictation (the technical verb is dictare). To these must be added the revision of the written text produced by the monks: And so the brothers straightway sat down in front of me, and I began my oral exposition of the text. When I found more leisure I dictated a commentary on the later chapters of the book. Still later, a greater amount of available time allowed me to edit the notes taken while I was speaking.
20
Gregory shows an almost philological preoccupation in explaining not only how the book came to be, but also how it was influenced by the circumstances in which it was produced. In particular, he explains that he did not revise the third part of the book because of the lack of time, and left it as it was, a simple transcription of what he had said. The theme of the interplay between oral and written is crucial, since in referring to the first two parts of his work Gregory Thus I added a great deal of material while removing very little and leaving most of it exactly as I found it; in this way I formed the material into books. While I was dictating the later parts, I remained conscious of the style in which I had spoken the earlier parts, and I worked in such a way that I could correct my spoken words so carefully as to transform them into a virtual likeness of the words later dictated, and the dictated words then did not seem greatly different from those I had spoken. [...] The third part, however, is another matter. I left it almost as it was, that is, as I spoke it. In getting me to speak of other matters the brothers virtually refused to allow me to correct the earlier draft further.
21
What is particularly interesting for the purpose of the present article is that Gregory represents the activity as dialogical and interactive, explaining that the monks' requests shaped the discourse and the resulting literary work: "quibus nimirum multa iubentibus dum parere modo per expositionis ministerium, modo per contemplationis ascensum, modo per moralitatis instrumentum volui" ("they certainly demanded a great deal; I so tried to meet their wishes by explaining the literal sense, or the higher sense tending to contemplation, or a moral precept"). 22 This kind of teaching emerges therefore as flexible and influenced by the active role of the learners, whom Gregory represents not only as shaping the discourse through their questions, but also as the origin of the inspiration for the work itself.
Of course, it must be considered that this representation is influenced by the need to show humility and to represent the literary work as the product of someone's insistent request, in accordance with a long-lived topos. 23 Moreover, the fact that the recipients of this teaching were adults makes more plausible the active role attributed to them. This is not, however, a unique case. As I will try to show, other early medieval sources as well attest the idea that monastic teaching had to be adapted to the circumstances and the individuals involved, that the learners could (and often did) play an active role, and that the dynamics of the social interactions were a very important element of the learning process.
Another early medieval account of monastic education which resulted in literary production can be found in the letter addressed in 735 by a pupil of Bede, Cuthbert, to one of his former fellow-students, Cuthwin, to inform him of the death of their former master. This letter offers an affectionate representation of the great scholar's last moments, in which teaching was crucial. Cuthbert recounts that Bede, whom he calls "beloved father and our master" ("dilectus pater ac noster magister"), continued to give daily lessons ("nobis suis discipulis quotidie lectiones dabat") despite the illness he suffered from. 24 He describes the sadness that the knowledge of Bede's grave conditions brought to the disciples during their activities -that is, during their reading: "altera vice legimus, altera ploravimus, imo semper cum fletu legimus" ("we read and wept by turns, or rather, we wept continually as we read"). Once again, reading is presented as the fundamental activity of the pupils, and one which is carried out collectively.
All the actions of Bede are represented as motivated by the desire to teach and to offer to his pupils, whom he calls "my children", something useful to read -that is, to learn:
In istis autem diebus duo opuscula multum memoria digna, exceptis lectionibus quas cotidie accepimus ab eo et canu Psalmorum, facere studuit, id est a capite Evangelii sancti Iohannis in nostram linguam ad utilitatem ecclesiae Dei convertit, et de libris Rotarum Isidori episcopi exceptiones quasdam, dicens: "Nolo ut pueri mei mendacium legant, et in hoc post meum obitum sine fructu laborent".
During those days there were two pieces of work worthy of record, beside the lessons which he gave us every day and the chanting of the Psalter, which he de- Cuthbert, whose purpose in this letter is to give an idealised portrait of Bede, possibly functional to his canonisation, recollects that even as his conditions worsened, Bede continued to teach and dictate, explaining that he felt the need to pass on all he could to his pupils before dying: "totum tamen illum diem docebat, et hilariter dictabat, et nonnunquam inter alia dixit: 'Discite cum festinatione; quia nescio quamdiu subsistam, et si post modicum tollet me Factor meus'" ("but he went on teaching all that day and dictating cheerfully, and now and then said among other things, 'Learn quickly, I know not how long I shall endure, and whether my Maker will not soon take me away'"). In the account, one of the disciples addresses him by saying: "Adhuc, magister dilectissime, capitulum unum deest; et videtur mihi difficile tibi esse plus te interrogare" ("There is still one chapter short of that book you were dictating, but I think that it will be hard on you to ask any more questions"). This suggests that the literary composition in question was the product of Bede's teaching, and, more precisely, of his interactions with the students. Much as in the case of Gregory's explanation of the book of Job, it is possible to describe this teaching as a shared discourse, ultimately leading to the production of a text which can be considered the fruit of a collaborative effort, both on an intellectual and a practical level.
A less well-known figure is that of Ercanbertus, a monk at Fulda who around 846 composed a commentary on the Gospel of John, which records his master's teaching on the subject and provides us with a third attestation of oral practices of teaching by means of commenting upon a text. In the letter that serves as prologue for the work he explains that, working from his memory, he tried to record as faithfully as possible what his master Ruodulfus, who is the addressee of the letter, had said in class ("scripsi autem, ut ab ore vestro accepi, nihil addendo vel minuendo, in quantum me emula non retardavit oblivio" -"I put down the words that came forth from your mouth, without adding or eliminating anything, in so far as my memory served me"). 26 whether he may have used some notes taken in class on a wax tablet (and then transcribed onto parchment), as it is the case for other works of this kind, 27 but he does not mention it, perhaps in order to stress the direct connection between the oral teaching and the resulting literary work. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that students did not take notes in Ruodulfus's classes, perhaps because, as we shall see, the master produced a (albeit partial) record of his own. This would explain Ercanbertus' fear that the teaching in its entirety would be lost forever unless he reconstructed it ("dolui quippe, si traditio vestra dulcissime aptissimeque prolata aliquando nullo scribente oblivioni penitus traderetur" -"I suffered because I could not stand to think that your teaching, which was set forth in an attractive and very fitting style, would one day cease to exist unless someone wrote it down"). 28 Ercanbertus did get access to this one authorised record of the teaching, his master's glosses, which, however, only existed from a certain point onward of the text that the master commented:
Ab illo enim loco usque in finem libri glosas vestras, quas fecistis incipientes a loco superio memorato, operi meo aptavi. Reputans supervacue me laborare, si ea quae iam vestro labore faciente nobilius et commodius conscripta sunt, aliis vellem proferre sermonibus.
From here to the end I made use of your notes on the Gospel which you had written down from this point. It seemed pointless for me to write down my own comments, since yours had already been set down in a noble and fitting form. 29 We will never know why the master's glosses only began from a certain point of the gospel of John: maybe the idea that the commentary of the text could be worthy of record only dawned on Ruodulfus after he had been teaching for some time. This would suggest, once more, that classroom practices were not set in stone, but rather evolved to adapt to the circumstances, and that orality represented their natural medium.
The relationship between master and disciple is represented in a very positive light: not only does the salutation of the letter read "amantissimo ac omni dilectionis officio excolendo Ruodulfo preceptori Ercambertus suus devotus alumnus" ("to the most beloved teacher, who is to be respected in every way, Ercanbertus his devoted student"), but the teaching is characterised as sweet as honey ("melliflua lectio") and the letter-writer declares that Ruodulfus helped him for the love of Christ ("pro cuius amore meae vilitati succurrere voluistis") and that he treasured in his heart the faith and paternal love of his teacher ("conservato vobis quod ex me esse videtur in antro pectoris mei fide et amore paterno"). Ercanbertus' fellow-students are only mentioned in a negative light, when he explains that it was ultimately the fact that none of them undertook the task of recording the commentary that prompted him to embark in the project, overcoming his fear of not being able to do it well enough. This may be understood in light of the idea that Ercanbertus was representing himself as the only student whose love for his master, and whose admiration for his teaching, was so great that it allowed him to overcome the fear of the undertaking. Through this letter, I believe, Ercanbertus is not only asking Ruodulfus to approve the text (and, if necessary, to correct it), but also to endorse its author's role as a privileged disciple.
The Social Dynamics of Learning: condiscipuli, conlectori, and magistri
The three texts examined so far offer some insight into the way in which the social interactions between teacher and learners shaped the 'discourse around a text' which constituted the basis of the learning experience: not only the teacher's work is represented as arising from the desire to meet the needs of the students (or to comply with their requests), but the oral exchanges of questions and answers emerge as a very important aspect of teaching.
The active role played by the learners emerges both in an account narrated by the teacher (Gregory) and in one written by a pupil (Cuthbert). Gregory's letter, if considered in its entirety, actually represents the relationships between him and his monks as remarkably balanced, almost equal: the author even represents himself as inferior to his brothers, since their contemplative life is superior to his active one: he recalls that they allow him not only to find peace in their company, but also to progress spiritually by following their good example. 30 The monks are therefore represented as being beneficial for Gregory as, or perhaps even more, he is to them through his teaching: there is, in short, a reciprocal exchange. As we shall see in other sources, the impression is that the more experienced the learners are, the more active their role, and the more balanced the exchange with the 'teacher', up to the point that, sometimes, no clear hierarchy is discernible. In order to analyse these instances of 'balanced learning' it is useful to look at the dynamics of the relationships between fellow-students. Cuthbert's letter allows us some introductory remarks, since it is addressed to a former codisciple to whom Cuthbert wished to send an account of the last moments of their former master. In addition, the text refers to a previous epistolary exchange between the two and to a gift sent by Cuthwin to Cuthbert, which shows that they had kept in touch after Cuthwin's departure from the monastery.
31 Such an enduring relationship between former fellow-students is not a unique case, as attested by many early medieval sources: the spread of the specific term condiscipulus ('fellow-disciple' or 'fellow-student') itself is telling.
32
The term condiscipulus is used in some versions of Cuthbert's salutation; even more interesting is the fact that in all the versions Cuthwin is addressed as conlector, 'fellow-reader'.
33 This term is rare, and its use goes back to Au ("Naturally, many of my brothers from the monastery followed me, for they loved me like the brothers they were. I think that this happened under the guidance of divine providence, that I might always be securely bound by their example to the quiet beach of prayer like an anchor cable when I was tossed about by the never ending cycle of worldly cares. I fled to their companionship as though to the bay of a sheltered harbor, escaping the rolling swell and waves of worldly occupations. Although the ministry had torn me away from the monastery and eliminated me from the sublime peace of that life by the sword of its occupation, I was daily encouraged by the exhortations of attentive reading among my brothers to sighs and compunction", trans. in Gregory the Great, Moral Reflections on the Book of Job, p. 48). 31 "Munusculum quod misisti multum libenter suscepi; multumque gratanter literas tuae devotae eruditionis legi" ("The present which you sent me I received with much gratitude, and it was with great pleasure that I read your letter, full of religion and sound learning"). 32 As a simple keyword search in databases of medieval texts, such as the Monumenta Germaniae Historica, This same youth, in connection with whom these questions are brought forward, departed this life after having received what may be called a summons at the time when he was dying. For one who had been a companion of his as a student, and reader, and shorthand writer to my dictation, who had died eight months before, was seen by a person in a dream coming towards him. When he was asked by the person who then distinctly saw him why he had come, he said, "I have come to take this friend away"; and so it proved.
36
It is difficult to say whether this classic tale of friendship between fellow-students that endured even beyond death may have exerted an influence over the Middle Ages, although accounts of this kind are certainly common in medieval and the edition in the Loeb Classical Library report the salutation as "Dilectissimo in Christo collectori Cuthvino Cuthbertus condiscipulus, in Deo aeternam salutem" ("To Cuthwin, his dearly beloved fellow-reader in Christ, Cuthbert, his fellow-disciple, eternal safety in God"), while the edition in the Oxford medieval texts series only reads "Dilectissimo in Christo conlectori Cuthvino Guthbertus diaconus in deo aeterno salutem", which is translated as "To his beloved in Christ and fellow teacher Cuthwin, greetings in the name of the everlasting God from Cuthbert the deacon". 34 sources. 37 Bede -and therefore, potentially, his pupils -knew some of Augustine's letters, but these did not all circulate together, as a letter-collection. Some were probably transcribed together with other works to which they were thematically related, and, for example, the epistolary exchange between Augustine and Jerome circulated on its own.
38 Therefore, it is not possible to establish a direct link between Evodius's letter and Cuthbert's, but this is certainly an interesting coincidence, suggesting that in both the environments where the texts originated the activity of shared reading (and writing) with an educational purpose was very important.
Another type of sources which contains attestations to the way in which the interactions between fellow-students shaped the learning process are didactic dialogues -a literary form that is recurrent in monastic culture. 39 For the early Middle Ages two interesting examples are Alcuin's Dialogue of the Frank and of the Saxon and Aelfric Bata's Colloquies. The first text, while not directly set in a monastic environment, is worth mentioning both as an authoritative model and because we know that it was used in early medieval monasteries. 40 Alcuin's dialogue "extends the traditional question-and-answer framework often used in elementary grammars (including Donatus' Ars minor), into a lively dialogue between teenagers", to use Vivien Law's words. 41 It is interesting that Alcuin chose to give such importance to the exchanges between the two students, instead of representing the master talking to a pupil. Although the text is of course a fictional construction, I believe that it was putting into scene an ideal of learning, not just for the contents, but also for the learning practices: a pupil could learn from an older fellow-student by asking him questions, 37 J.-C. SCHMITT something that was also useful to the latter, since it was an opportunity to test his memory and his understanding. In fact, in the text the master himself encourages the discussion and even, it seems, the debate between the two students (see for example: "sed vestram vos intrate disputationem" -"but now start your discussion"), suggesting that he considers it a useful exercise. 42 If the two pupils are indeed represented as 'model students', the stress on their eager inquisitiveness, which ultimately leads the master to exclaim: "vestra curiositas modum non habet" ("Your inquisitiveness has no measure!"), takes on a special meaning. The younger student admits that he is eager to learn to the point of being greedy (avidus), and even accuses the older one of being possessive with his knowledge and unwilling to share it (invidus), although, actually, he appears remarkably patient, answering all the many questions he is asked. Lastly, there is a reference to the fact that the differences in age affected the reciprocal roles of the pupils, although in this case it may well be ironic, considering that the difference is very small: the young Franc declares that the Saxon should answer the questions because he is older than him, being fifteen while he is but fourteen ("Eia, Saxo, me interrogante responde, quia tu majoris es aetatis. Ego XIV annorum; tu ut reor XV").
It is interesting to compare the ways in which the social dynamics within the classroom are represented in this text with the portrayal offered in Aelfric Bata's Colloquies, written around the year 1000. Here again, and even more so, the dialogue is lively, sometimes downright funny (it includes, for example, the description of a drinking party and of bargains between two students, as well as some colourful insults). Most probably, this had the purpose of making the text more agreeable for the students reading it and using it to learn.
The interactions among the pupils emerge as a crucial part of the learning process: their day, as it is represented in the Colloquies, is marked by reciprocal exhortation, with the students addressing each other as frater ('brother'), sometimes accompanied by a dilecte, 'dear', and the group as mei socii ('my classmates'). See, for example, the opening of the first Colloquium: "surge, frater mi, de tuo lectulo, quia tempus est nobis surgendi" ("get out of bed, my brother, because it's time now for us to rise"). 43 If we accept that the monastic conception of education included adaptation to behavioural patterns, then the pupils, by instructing one another in turn, are helping each other to learn. It is clear that different levels of talent and maturity played a role in these interactions, among the students themselves and in their relationships with the master, who sometimes appointed a boy to watch over his fellow-students.
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There are also specific references to the shared activities of the pupils, namely reading, singing, writing, and participating in the life of the classroom in general. A boy reproaches one of his fellow-student by saying "nec vis nobiscum legere, nec sponte discere, nec voluntaria cantare, nec scribere in tabula, nec in scedula nec in ullo pergameno nec in nulla quaternione, nec hic intus cum sociis tuis manere" ("you do not want to read with us, nor are you willing to learn. You do not want to sing willingly, or write in your tablet or on a vellum scrap or on a parchment or in a quire. You wo not stay indoors here with your classmates"). 45 It is clear that the shared and social nature of these activities is very important, and elsewhere in the text we learn why: the students often learned from one another and helped each other, as we can see in the case of the pupil who does not know how to sharpen his pen and asks his fellow-students.
46
Of course, the role of the master remains very important, and the students are represented as turning to him in case of difficulties they cannot solve themselves, much as the Saxon and the Frank did with their master. While in the Carolingian text the focus was on theoretical problems, such as the nature of the parts of the discourse, here everything revolves around a text, which a pupil is trying to read and which he brings to the master for help: Good teacher, I wish you would show me clearly or plainly reveal to me this reading, or this testimony, or this mystical scripture, because I'm not able to understand this text without a tutor. It's very difficult for me to understand. I do not have deep enough learning to discern these holy mysteries.
Bring it here so I can see how much mystic obscurity this text might have. I'll teach you about all these sacraments so that you can take them up and understand them correctly and clearly be able to keep them in your memory forever. 47 It seems that on this occasion the students are reading on their own and individually (since the boy only talks in the first person about his reading and his difficulties, instead of referring to a shared reading) a text about the sacraments, whose contents they are supposed to learn and memorise. In case of difficulty, the master offers a private consultation, that is, a brief one-on-one teaching tailored to the needs of that particular student. This kind of teaching was eminently oral because of its flexible and customised nature; in addition, although in didactical texts the oral exchanges are always represented in Latin for educational purposes, the possibility that at least a part of the questions or of the answers, especially in the earliest stages of education, took place in the vernacular should always be kept in mind. 48 Before moving on to reflect on the notion of one-on-one teaching in early medieval monastic environments, it may be useful to briefly mention another theme that emerges in Aelfric's Colloquies, namely the fact that pupils did not always interacted with a single magister, but often enough with a plurality of magistri, who also interacted with each other, making the picture of social dynamics more complicated than it is often believed to be.
The text refers to magistri in the plural more than once: "Rogo vos, pueri, et iubeo, ut duriter et instanter legatis quicquid heri didicistis a magistris vestris" ("I beseech and command you, boys, read with concentration and vigour what you learned from your teachers yesterday"), "cavete, ne nullus cras fra-47 Aelfricus Bata, Colloquium, 17, pp. 117-118. 48 trum nostrum accuset vos ad magistros vestros" ("take care that none of our brothers accuses you to your masters tomorrow"), and "numquam ego te sic docui fari, nec nullus ex doctoribus nostris" ("I never taught you to speak like that, nor did any of your teachers"). 49 The reference to masters in the plural is not a unique feature of Bata's Colloquies: it is also frequent, for example, in Hildemar of Corbie's Commentary on the Rule of Benedict, written between 845 and 850.
50 Anna Grotans, in her work Reading in Medieval St. Gall, points out that the necrology of St. Gallen for 1022 "lists three other magistri who died of the plague at the same time as Notker Labeo", and that "the St. Gall Plan provides lodging for three teachers". 51 However, the idea that many magistri may have existed at the same time is not generally accepted. In the introduction to the new edition of Bata's Colloquies, David Porter explains that "the monastery school is under the personal control of a single senior monk, the magister", and that the magistri mentioned in the sixth Colloquy "may have been only older students working under the direct guidance of the headmaster".
52 While I agree that there was probably one person ultimately considered responsible for the education of the pupils, I believe that simply equating the magistri with some older students may be an oversimplification. The person helping the master in the sixth Colloquium is clearly a monk, since the he is addressed by the master as "brother" ("frater"), while he normally calls his pupils (including the one whom he entrusts with the surveillance of the class while he is away) "pueri".
Hildemar of Corbie's Commentary on the Rule of Benedict explains that the magistri to which he refers were older monks entrusted with the care and supervision of the children. 53 Although this text stresses mainly their role of surveillance (they allowed for the children to be guarded at all time, even when they needed to go to the bathroom), there are also references to the masters helping the children to perform their duties in the monastery. See for example: "deinde collocantur infantes, et donec illi infantes collocant se, semper assistere ibidem debent magistri, qui eos custodiant" ("thereupon the children are assembled and until those children put themselves into proper order, the masters, who watch over them, ought always to assist them in that place"). Isabelle Cochelin has argued that "in the older vitae and customaries, the masters in charge of the children had an educative role to fulfil (in the traditional sense of teaching singing, reading and writing)", and this applies also, and perhaps even more importantly, to the adaptation to behavioural patterns by means of imitating more experienced monks. 54 We do not know nearly enough of the way in which the existence of various magistri, their different roles and levels of authority, influenced the social dynamics of learning, but Aelfric Bata's sixth Colloquium offers some suggestive insight into the matter. As I already mentioned, the magister who seems to act as headmaster talks to a monk who supervises the pupils, and accuses him of being too indulgent, always excusing them. Perhaps this caretaker of an inferior level was closer to the students, and the headmaster's role was essentially to check the results of the other magistri's work by assessing the progresses of the pupils? In the Colloquies, the master does seem to appear mainly to test the boys and, if necessary, punish them. In the colloquy in question, the master treats the caretaker in a quite harsh way, disappointed that not all the students are able to recite their lesson; it is not surprising that the relationships between different people in charge of the pupils' education may not always have been peaceful.
Between One-on-One Teaching and Shared Reading among Friends
One-on-one teaching is more frequently associated with the lay world, where preceptors could be hired by wealthy families to look after individual children, than with the monastic world. However, what has been said about the role of experienced pupils and teacher's assistants makes one-on-one teaching through shared reading within monastic environments a more plausible possi-54 I. COCHELINE, "Beside the book: Using the body to mould the mind: Cluny in the tenth and eleventh century", in: Medieval Monastic Education, ed. G.P. FERZOCO and C.A. MUESSIG (London, 2000), pp. 21-34, at p. 28: "in the older vitae and customaries, the masters in charge of the children had an educative role to fulfil (in the traditional sense of teaching singing, reading and writing)". bility. For example, Hildemar, in the aforementioned Commentary, suggests that an adolescent who shows maturity should be freed from the care of the schoolmaster and entrusted to a monk "of good and venerable conduct", who should watch over him. There is also a reference to the activity of reading: Until age fifteen, as it will be said below, those children must be under supervision, and under all who are in charge of them. Then after the age of fifteen, if that child seems to be of good and sober appearance, so that it is not be necessary for him to have masters, he must leave that discipline and the abbot must entrust and give him specially to one brother of good and venerable conduct who should take care of him, not so that he should wait on that older brother like a servant, but in order that that brother should watch over him. That is he should sit with him when he reads and when he performs obedience anywhere.
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The main task of this 'tutor monk' seems to have been supervision, but it is not impossible that he was also supposed to offer an example for the teenager to imitate, and to help him perform his duties. It is rather interesting that of all possible activities, only reading is explicitly mentioned here, and it makes one wonder if the tutor monk could have provided help and correction in a reading (which was probably mumbled), and even answered the youngster's questions in case of difficulties in understanding a text, much in the same way as the master in the example taken from Aelfric's Colloquies.
Another kind of shared reading involved older and cultured monks, as attested in particular by letters. The Benedictine monk (and then abbot) Lupus of Ferrières wrote around 838 to the monk Reginbert: If no changes in the situation takes place, it is better for you to be with me and to advance in the study of Virgil as well as you can (for you will profit from my spare time and willingness to help you) than to be your own teacher and proceed with little effort but little profit. 56 Reginbert was Reichenau's librarian, and was certainly no beginner, although it seems probable that Lupus was planning to help him on a subject (Virgil) about which he knew more than Reginbert. Lupus was also the addressee of a letter written by his former master Hrabanus Maurus, who sent the commentary on the Epistles of Paul that his former pupil had requested, and referred to the aid that he had received from those who shared his reading ("adiuvantibus etiam consortibus lectionis nostrae"), suggesting he existence of enduring practices of shared reading at a high level in the monastery of Fulda. I remember that last year, when I stayed in your monastery in order to read with you for a few days, you said that you also wanted to invite me this year as well when you came to that same place, to a discussion with you, because of our shared passion for reading.
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Reading emerges as a shared and relational activity, since Bede mentions that a past meeting with his friend had the specific purpose of reading together, and that now the shared passion for reading would hopefully bring the two friends together again to discuss what they read. Other sources attest that shared reading was a typical activity for friends: for example Gregory the Great, in the preface of his Dialogues, describes his friend Peter as his companion in the study of sacred scripture ("ad sacri verbi indagationem socius"). 59 In view of this, it may be possible to re-read even accounts of learning and teaching in which the roles of master and disciple are explicitly assigned by paying attention to the active role of the pupil and allowing for the possibility of reciprocal exchanges of knowledge, especially in the cases of experienced learners, oneon-one teaching and friendship relationships.
Such is the case of the famous letter addressed by Anselm of Bec to the monk Maurice, already mentioned here as an example of use of the verb legere with the meaning of 'teaching'. It is an exceptional attestation of practices of shared reading with an educational purpose: I desire it more than ever. I have also heard that he excels in declensions; now, as you know, it has always been a hard chore for me to decline with children, and I am aware that in this science you made less progress with me than you should have. I send you, then, as my dearest son, this word of advice, this plea: everything you may read with him, or in any other way, apply yourself to declining it with care. And do not be in the least ashamed to study in this way, even if you do not think you need to, as if you were just a beginner. For, with him, you are consolidating in yourself, as you hear them, things you already know, so as to remember them more firmly; and, under his instruction, if you do make an error, you will correct it and learn what you do not know. 60 This text contains many of the elements that have been pointed out in the previous pages, first of all the crucial importance attributed to the activity of shared reading in the educational process, and the fact that teaching practices involved oral discourses around a text.
It refers to a specific exercise called declinatio, whose origins lay in Antiquity. It is attested in a fundamental textbook of Western culture, Donatus' Ars minor, which offers various examples: a word, for instance magister, is firstly analysed ("magister nomen appellativum generis masculini numeri singularis figurae simplicis casus nominativi et vocativi") and then inflected: "declinabitur sic: nominativo hic magister, genetivo huius magistri ...". 61 Here the noun is taken together with its adjective, which helps to understand how the complexity of the exercise could be increased; it must be considered that it also included verb conjugation together with noun's declension. 62 Bernard Leblond has argued that declinatio could be an even broader exercise, involving not only grammar but also rhetoric (for example, the learner could experiment with possible variations of a given sentence). This would help understanding why a mature learner could profit from what may otherwise seem too simple an exercise. 63 It is clear that one of the reasons for which orality was the most suitable medium for teaching is that exercises such as the declinatio were based on memory and supposed to be re-enacted. Writing down declensions and conjugations on the manuscript would not only have taken a lot of precious space, but also made the re-enactment of the exercise difficult, if not impossible. The only alternative to orality were, therefore, separate (and often ephemeral) writing supports such as wax tablets and scraps of parchments.
The letter attests both that the declinatio was considered an exercise for children and beginners, and that Anselm believed that it could be useful also for experienced learners, in order to consolidate what they knew, test their knowledge and, if necessary, fill their gaps. It seems therefore that the same exercise could be carried out in different situations and with different aims. It is indicative that when Anselm refers to the declinatio in the context of the education of young pupils he assumes the presence of one master with multiple boys ("pueris declinare"), while the kind of activity that he is recommending to Maurice seems to be a shared reading between one master and one disciple. This is probably due to the fact that, in the latter case, the teaching was supposed to be adapted to Maurice, who was certainly no beginner. 64 In fact, the active contribution of this 'pupil' to the discourse was probably substantial, bringing the exercise close to the kind of conversations around a text which have been illustrated in the previous pages. It must also be considered that Anselm's request does not imply that the declinatio had to be practiced exclusively, neglecting other forms of teaching and learning through shared reading. Rather, in the situation in question, the declinatio seems to be conceived as a complementary exercise.
In conclusion, I believe that this letter attests the flexible nature of monastic teaching in at least two ways. On the one hand, Anselm seems to believe that a monk was supposed to take advantage of the opportunities to learn which presented themselves, profiting from the specific expertise of someone with whom he had the chance to spend some time. On the other hand, Anselm's advice on the practices of learning through shared reading is adapted to the individual, since it takes into account Maurice's past experience, his knowledge and personal shortcomings.
Conclusive Remarks: Reading and Learning in Early Medieval Monastic Environments
Anselm's text is an exceptional case, as most early medieval letters dealing with reading in monastic environments do not go into details about the techniques of reading and learning. They rather tend to focus on the way in which certain individuals experienced reading, their reactions to it, and their desire to share their thoughts on the subject -which means that even individual readings were often embedded in social interactions. An example is offered by the letter that Lupus of Ferrières wrote to Einhard around 836, describing what he felt while reading a certain chapter of the City of God for the first time, and asking Einhard to read it and to give him his opinion: I request, moreover, that you read the twenty-seventh chapter of the book XXI of saint Augustine's "City of God" and see if that inspired man of God did not express the very same views as I have on the subject of sorrow. I had really never read it before, but when I later came across it I was astonished to discover that my own thoughts coincided so closely with his as to have seemed entirely coloured by them.
In fact, many of the sources that have been analysed attest that the discourse around texts which constituted the basis of teaching was continually shaped by the interactions between the people involved. The pupils played an active role through their questions, requests and needs, which oriented the teaching; in addition, the interactions among the students themselves represented an important form of learning. Taking into account the variety of social interactions involved in activities of shared reading allows us to notice the existence of many different kinds of teaching and learning in early medieval monasteries: next to the traditional picture of a master teaching to his classroom there were forms of one-on-one teaching and even of 'horizontal learning', that is exchanges of knowledge between peers, be they fellow-disciples or friends who met for the purpose of shared reading and study.
The way in which teaching and learning are attested is also influenced by the fact that the effort of re-construction and re-enactment of the discourse around a fundamental text was an integral part of the learning activity, as it is particularly clear in the case of the grammatical analysis of a text and of the exercise of the declinatio. The choice of the media of teaching (written or nonwritten) and of the supports for learning depended on the nature of what was being said or recorded: only the things which were supposed to have a general usefulness were entrusted to the durable parchment, and usually only by the hand of the master. Ephemeral writing materials served for texts which usefulness was limited in time (such as supports for learning or preparatory texts which would later be reworked in a more polished form), and orality appears as the natural medium for a learning based on and memory and repetition.
This orality, however, usually revolved around texts, and therefore, as Marco Mostert pointed out in his contribution "Orality, non-written communication and monastic studies", we should talk about "secondary orality" rather than primary orality, to use Walter Ong's words. 70 In addition, in trying to reconstruct oral educational practices, we inevitably have to rely on written sources, which, apart from being paradoxical, is very difficult: in this paper I aimed to present a few examples of the way in which some early medieval monastic texts can help with the arduous task of studying the interplay between oral and written in teaching, learning and reading practices within early medieval monastic environments.
